'RENDEZVOUS 'IN 'HELL

She was pale, her features curiously contracted.

"Aren't you feeling well?"

"Not very, but it's nothing, it'll pass."

"Is there anything I can do? Is there anything you want?"

"Just to stay here a moment, if I'm not disturbing you. I'm
sorry."

She sat down on a sofa, knees together, shoulders hunched, forehead
in her hands. Her chestnut hair spilled over her fingers,

Simon watched her. "What's the matter? Some sorrow you've not
told me about?" he asked.

She made no reply and sat in the same attitude for some time.

" It's appalling, appalling to feel oneself so utterly alone," she said at
last. "But never, never has it happened to me before not to be able to
hide it. This is the first time, I swear it, and I'm sorry."

Simon was happily surprised. "So that's it, that's why she's here;
and I've been so timid, haven't dared.. ."

Marie-Ange's appearance, her words, the tears she was trying to
conceal, which he took to be the nervous reaction of modesty, and her
"this is the first time, I swear it," which he interpreted as his pride
dictated, all combined to amaze him.

"But you're no longer alone, Marie-Ange darling, you know that,"
he said, his voice rather subdued as he took her by the shoulders.

She raised her eyes and suddenly realized that he was completely mis-
taken both as to her presence and her words. But how was she to
disabuse him? Appearances were against her.

Simon's hands weighed on her shoulders more heavily still. She was
herself responsible for the misunderstanding. If she bluntly refused
him now, he would think her mad, perverse, or half-witted. Simon was
standing in front of her, close to her, with his tie hanging loose and
his blue slippers. There was no longer any question of thinking of him
in terms of beauty or ugliness. Seen thus, from the level of his stomach,
he was monstrous; he was an opaque and heavy mass, charged with
latent power.

She had wanted the security of a human presence; but the presence
of a man had always to be paid for thus.

She very quickly saw all that might happen, a struggle, wounding
words, the destruction of a friendship that meant a lot to her, merely
to find herself more lonely yet, back in that room where the fire-dogs
gleamed like witches' crystal balls.

"After all I owe nobody anything. No one bothers about me. Mau-
glaives will never be opened again. Jean-Noel is in Italy and, indeed,
with whom!"

When Simon pushed her down on the sofa, she let herself drift with
the current, as if she were drowned. She made no attempt at rebellion
as Simon half-expected. She merely raised herself a little on her
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